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Despite widespread misgivings about the US role in Colombia, especially the US$1.3 billion in
mostly military aid under Plan Colombia, the new US administration of President George W. Bush
is unlikely to significantly change course. During the past several years, with the cooperation of
Republicans in Congress, the White House, and former President Bill Clinton's drug czar Barry
McCaffrey, aid to Colombia has spiraled upward until it is now topped only by aid to Egypt
and Israel. And, Colombia's Ambassador to the US Luis Moreno said that his country will need
additional funding of US$500 million to US$600 million per year for at least three or four years.

Plan Colombia kicks in
Plan Colombia, ostensibly crafted by Colombian President Andres Pastrana, but put together in
large part in Washington, was supposed to enhance prospects for peace and increase development.
Colombian analysts said, however, that by the end of 2000, it had already led to an escalation of
violence inside Colombia as well as in neighboring countries. In addition, European countries are
contributing less for social programs than had been expected, and Latin American leaders have
repeatedly raised concerns that the US military aid will widen Colombia's conflict (see NotiSur,
2000-10-20).
"We are finding growing dissatisfaction and disenchantment with Plan Colombia because it
looks like a military operation, and so far that is what it is," said military-strategy professor Max
Manwaring of the US Army War College at Carlisle, Pennsylvania, in January.
Jorge Rojas, director of the Colombian Consuloria para los Derechos Humanos y el Desplazamiento
(CODHES), said that, under the pretext of fighting drug trafficking, control over national territory,
the exploitation of natural resources, and the biodiversity of the Amazon jungle were being put
at risk for the benefit of the US. "Simply the announcement of the program led to an unexpected
increase in armed activity" in the department of Putumayo and the forced displacement of
thousands of campesinos to Ecuador," said Rojas. He said more than 12,000 people had fled to
Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela between January and September, prompting those countries to step
up military controls along their borders with Colombia.
Marco Romero of Paz Colombia, a coalition of 60 Colombian nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) seeking an alternative to Plan Colombia, see the plan as a "war plan" rather than a plan to
promote peace. Romero referred to remarks by then US Secretary of State Madeleine Albright and
McCaffrey in requesting congressional support for aid to Colombia. They told Congress the funds
would be used to "restore order in southeastern Colombia." McCaffrey said that the drug trade and
its ties with the guerrillas had become a national-security problem for the US and for the region as
a whole. Romero said such remarks pointed to a US strategy based on strengthening Colombia's
armed forces.
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Critics say the US anti-drug policy ties Washington to an army with a deplorable human rights
record and with established links to the ultra- right paramilitary groups responsible for most
civilian massacres and other atrocities. In the final days of the Clinton administration, the US State
Department sent a report to Congress saying that the Colombian government and armed forces
had improved their human rights record in the past six months. "This report will offer the evidence
of progress and improvement in matters involving civilian judicial jurisdiction over the military,
separation of suspected human rights abusers from the armed forces, development of proper
judicial procedures within the military, and efforts to control the paramilitary forces in Colombia,"
said State Department spokesperson Richard Boucher. "The report will also note areas where we
think additional steps should be taken by the Colombian government."
Backers of Plan Colombia contend that the guerrillas are inextricably linked to drug trafficking. The
"narcoguerrilla" label is rejected, however, by the Colombian government, by the guerrillas, and
by many experts on Colombia as a gross over-simplification of a very complex internal situation. "I
have some concerns about whether counternarcotics and counterinsurgency have become merged,"
said Sen. Paul Wellstone (D-MN) after a trip to Colombia in November. He tried unsuccessfully to
have Congress shift funds from Colombian military aid to domestic drug-treatment programs.
"He was the only one out there or at least the loudest out there who was worried about the effect
[Plan Colombia] would have in getting the US into the conflict, the effect on the peace process, and
whether it would affect drug policy at all," said Adam Isacson of the Center for International Policy,
which opposes the aid plan.

Escalating US involvement feared
While involvement of US ground troops is dismissed by supporters of US aid to Colombia, they
seem convinced that lots of money and military hardware can solve the decades-old conflict with
deep social and economic roots. Plan Colombia is a two-year project, but getting out will be much
more difficult than getting in. And critics are concerned that US military participation in the war
against the guerrillas will eventually be termed necessary by hard- liners in Washington.
Marine Gen. Peter Pace, head of the US Southern Command (SOUTHCOM), traveled to Colombia
in January to review Plan Colombia. At a press conference in Medellin Jan. 18, Pace addressed
concerns that the aid would increase civilian casualties. He said Gen. Mario Montoya, who will
command operations involving US-supplied helicopters and US-trained troops, is "responsible" and
will use intelligence data to carefully plan missions. Pace said the first Huey helicopters would arrive
later this month, and more sophisticated Black Hawk helicopters will arrive during the second half
of 2001. The helicopters will be armed with weapons that can fire 50 rounds per second.

Bush administration could find Colombia a major challenge
Despite the problems, many observers expect Bush, surrounded by foreign policy people from his
father's administration, to continue Clinton's policy in Colombia. "They will, not because it solves
anything but because pulling the plug at this point will only make the situation worse than ever,"
said Prof. Richard Mallet of the Marine Corps University at Quantico, Virginia. Mallet said the
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conflict is a political struggle with a military dimension that can only be resolved politically, with
emphasis on social and economic development. US helicopters will give the Colombian army more
mobility but will not defeat the guerrillas or force them to negotiate peace, he said.
"Colombia is not going to be a key issue for Bush because there's already a Clinton plan he can
blame if it fails," said Wayne Smith of the Center for International Policy in Washington. Bush
has voiced support for Plan Colombia. And he may find popular backing for stepping up the fight
against drug trafficking and guerrilla activities in Colombia. Secretary of State Colin Powell told the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee during his confirmation hearings that Bush has confidence in
Pastrana and backs US aid to help him fight guerrillas and drugs.
Robert Zoellick, a Bush foreign-policy advisor nominated to be US Trade Representative, told the
Council on Foreign Relations last October that the ban on using the US funds to fight guerrillas
amounted to a "false distinction between counterinsurgency and counternarcotics efforts."
"Narcotraffickers and guerrillas compose one dangerous network," Zoellick said. If the Colombian
government is willing to fight both, "the US should offer serious, sustained, and timely financial,
material and intelligence support." The first signs of how the Bush administration will approach
Colombia will be evident when Congress begins considering US$500 million in follow-on aid to Plan
Colombia.
Congressional liberals want less aid to the military, less use of herbicides on coca and opium poppy
fields, and tougher human rights conditions. Hard-liners want greater overall spending and fewer
restrictions on using the funds to fight leftist guerrillas. But even some congressional supporters
have expressed misgivings about the aid. House International Relations Committee Chair Rep.
Benjamin Gilman (R-NY), one of the strongest supporters of Plan Colombia, said he would push to
redirect much of the aid to the National Police rather than the army. And, if the US aim is really to
cut drug consumption in the US, questions must be answered about whether the money for Plan
Colombia would be better spent on education and treatment.
In his final report before leaving office, McCaffrey the major cheerleader for Plan Colombia said
Americans should view drug abuse as a cancer infecting their communities and respond with more
treatment instead of focusing on a "war" on drugs. "He's finally come around to saying that the drug
war wasn't the right approach," said Bill Malone of the National Association of Drug and Alcohol
Abuse Counselors.

Accelerated aerial eradication begins
In December, authorities began Plan Colombia's program to eradicate drug crops in the heart of
Colombia's cocaine- producing region. In a ceremony in Putumayo, about 700 campesinos agreed
to destroy their coca plots in return for government aid to adopt alternative crops. Remaining coca
fields will be destroyed by aerial fumigation. For the coca growers, the agreement to destroy their
crops and avoid aerial fumigation sounds good. But many are convinced that the promises, like
those made previously, will never become reality. Some critics expect that many coca growers will
shun alternative-development offers and simply relocate further into the Amazon, destroying more
virgin jungle without reducing the amount of coca.
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A mission in the Indian village of Santa Rosa del Guamuez in early January was among the
first aerial-spraying missions under Plan Colombia. But the program quickly ran into problems
and caused deep resentment when the planes killed not only coca but food crops and pasture.
Government investigators were inundated with complaints from farmers and found that some
complaints of other crops being sprayed were true.
On Jan. 15, governors from six key cocaine-producing departments, including Putumayo, where
50% of the country's coca leaf is grown, condemned the US plan to fumigate drug crops, saying the
offensive would imperil the livelihood of thousands of poor campesinos. "The real problem is the
terrible situation in which thousands of campesinos live in Colombia," said Gov. Guillermo Alfonso
Jaramillo of the southwestern province of Huila. "We can't destroy their livelihoods without giving
them opportunities to grow other crops," he said.

-- End --
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